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Wasted efforts  
Centuries wasted on unsuccessful  
grant applications – new study 
Grant application processes should 
be significantly shorter to minimise 
waste and increase the time, effort and 
money devoted to outcomes, according 
to major new research from QUT.
The research project, led by QUT 
Senior Research Fellow Adrian Barnett, 
examined the National Health and 
Medical Research Council's (NHMRC) 
Project Grants program – said to be 
the largest grants scheme in Australia 
during 2012.
The research drew on responses from 
285 participants who submitted more 
than 630 proposals to the NHMRC 
program. Its two main aims were:
û 7RHVWLPDWHWKHWLPHUHVHDUFKHUV
spent preparing grant proposals, and;
û 7RH[DPLQHZKHWKHUVSHQGLQJPRUH
time increases the chance of success. 
FINDINGS
Hundreds of working years spent 
on applications, and hundreds 
of working years wasted on 
unsuccessful applications:  The 
NHMRC received 3727 proposals,  of 
which 3570 were reviewed and 731 (21%) 
funded. The same success ratio – 21% 
– was experienced by the 285 survey 
participants.
Preparing a new proposal took 
an average of 38 working days of 
researcher time, with a re-submitted 
proposal taking 28 working days; an 
overall average of 34 days per proposal.
An estimated 550 working years of 
researchers’ time was spent preparing 
the 3727 proposals. 
Given that only 21% of these 
applications were successful, around 
440 working years of researchers' work 
was spent on unsuccessful applications.
Tens of millions of dollars were 
devoted to work on unsuccessful 
proposals: Based on the 550 working 
years of researchers' time spent 
submitting the 3727 proposals, the QUT 
research estimated at $66 million the 
annual salary cost of those applying for 
the grants program.
New Australian research has found scientists spent the 
equivalent of 550 working years applying for grants from 
the country's largest health and medical research grants 
scheme in 2012, and that around 75% of this time was 
spent on unsuccessful applications. 
The Queensland University of Technology (QUT) study 
also found that spending more time on a funding proposal 
did not equate to a greater chance of success.
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A PROBLEM NOT UNIQUE TO AUSTRALIA
The problem of inefficient grants application practices is not unique to 
Australia – something which a 2009 Canadian study highlighted.
The study, undertaken by Richard Gordon and Brian Poulin, looked at the 
Natural Science and Engineering Research Council Canada (NSERC) grant 
program and peer review system. 
The research found that in 2007, the $C40,000 cost of preparation for 
a grant application and rejection by peer review under the program 
exceeded the cost of giving every qualified investigator a direct baseline 
discovery grant of $C30,000 (the average size of the program's grants).
This meant the Canadian Federal Government could have instituted direct 
grants for every qualified applicant for the same outlay as the grant 
application processes.
 
CLICK HERE FOR MORE ON THE CANADIAN RESEARCH
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More time spent preparing a 
proposal did not increase the 
chances of success: The report found 
no correlation between the amount of 
time researchers spent on preparing 
and submitting a proposal to the 
NHMRC program and their levels of 
success.
The peer review system is far 
from perfect, and in fact adds to 
time and resource wastage: The QUT 
research found the application process 
for the program was too lengthy and 
collected unnecessary information; 
meaning more time and resources were 
devoted to it than necessary.
CONCLUSIONS
The application process should 
be shortened: By shortening the 
application process so that "only 
information relevant for peer review, 
not administration, is collected", 
researchers could reinvest more into 
actual research.
The peer review system is far 
NOT ALL REJECTIONS "WASTED EFFORT"
While it can be easy to look at time spent on applications that are 
rejected as "time wasted", there is another side to the story. 
In a thoughtful piece at The Conversation website, Professor Rob Brooks 
from the University of New South Wales agreed that some time and effort 
was wasted in grant application processes like that of the NHMRC.
But in some cases a rejection was, in fact, a positive:
"Not all of the effort involved in writing an ultimately-rejected grant is 
wasted. You do, as they say, have to be in it to win it. And often the process 
of writing the grant can lead a researcher to new ideas and research 
directions that can be explored independent of the funds being applied 
for," he wrote.
"Seven years ago I applied for a very large grant for which I was decidedly 
under-qualified. The referees identified that my CV fell short of the lofty 
standards of the scheme and my idea was somewhat undercooked. 
"But in imagining and planning what I would do with such a large and 
prestigious grant, I arrived at ambitious and exciting research questions 
around which to structure my research program. It was the most 
productive rejection I ever experienced." 
READ PROFESSOR BROOKS' FULL ARTICLE.
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from perfect: In fact, most researchers 
understood that a "perfect peer review 
system" was not realistic.
That time, money and effort 
spent submitting or resubmitting 
funding applications led to 
significant reductions in research 
work: This encompassed unsuccessful 
applications, as well as the need for 
some  applications to be resubmitted 
to the NHMRC or submitted to other 
grants programs.
SYSTEM SIMPLY NOT WORKING 
Associate Professor Barnett said 
the research reinforced the feeling 
among researchers that the peer review 
system was simply not working:
"There's a lot of unhappiness in the 
research community. Many researchers 
see the system as unfair, time-
consuming and out of touch," he said.
"Researchers who fail can be very 
angry, especially when they've put in 
huge amounts of effort and then only 
get one sentence of feedback on why 
they failed. 
"We think an expression of interest 
approach would save a lot of time. 
Researchers (would) put in a shorter 
proposal and only those who make it 
through the first round of peer review 
are asked to submit more detail. 
Currently everyone is asked for an 
incredible amount of detail, so there's 
masses of information collected, even 
for proposals that had very little chance 
of being funded."
However he added that the problems 
examined in the research were not 
unique to the NHMRC program.
"Granting bodies should look at all 
the information they collect from 
researchers and ask themselves: 'Is this 
really necessary?' 'Does this help us 
make a good decision about who  
to fund?'
"If the answer is: 'No', or 'Yes, but only 
for a small number of cases', then they 
should cut that information. 
"People spend a huge amount of 
time applying for grants and the 
granting bodies have a responsibility 
to not waste researchers' time. It may 
be simple for granting bodies to add 
another question to the process, but 
each additional question adds costs for 
researchers.
"Granting bodies should consult 
with their researchers and design a 
system that is as researcher-friendly as 
possible."
CLICK HERE OR HERE FOR 
GMQ'S PREVIOUS COVERAGE 
OF PEER REVIEWED FEDERAL 
GOVERNMENT GRANT 
PROGRAMS.
Bill Gates answers students’ questions  
on giving during whirlwind visit   
Lucky students had the opportunity to ask questions of 
Microsoft co-founder and noted philanthropist Bill Gates during 
the billionaire’s flying visit to Australian shores last month.
Mr Gates – who with wife Melinda heads the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation, the largest transparently operated private 
foundation in the world – fielded questions during an appearance 
at the University of New South Wales.
The ABC filmed the session, airing it as a special episode of 
noted discussion program Q&A on May 28. Mr Gates also met 
with Federal politicians during his stay, as well as speaking at the 
National Press Club.  C
WATCH MR GATES ON Q&A. 
WATCH MR GATES INTERVIEWED ON THE ABC’S 7.30 
REPORT.
WATCH MR GATES' SPEECH TO THE NATIONAL PRESS 
CLUB.
GATES URGES POLITICIANS TO FULFIL FOREIGN AID 
TARGETS – PAGE 28. 
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